An evaluation of renal function in workers occupationally exposed to mercury vapour.
The renal function of a population of workers occupationally exposed to mercury in the chlor-alkali industry has been examined and compared to that of a population of workers with no occupational exposure to mercury. Measurement of specific urinary proteins and enzymes have been carried out on each individual on three separate occasions and have been complemented by blood plasma measurements at the final visit. Under the conditions of exposure to mercury sustained in this study, there is no evidence of an increased prevalence of renal dysfunction as indicated by enzyme and protein measurements. The urinary concentration of the low molecular weight protein, beta 2-microglobulin, is significantly lower in the mercury-exposed group than in the control group. In contrast to recently published literature, no relationship is seen between urinary mercury concentration and the appearance of high molecular weight protein in urine. A small increase in the prevalence of higher activities of the urinary enzyme N-acetyl-beta-glucosaminidase and gamma glutamyl transferase is observed when the urinary mercury concentration exceeds 100 micrograms/g creatinine. A small increase in the prevalence of raised urinary N-acetyl-beta-glucosaminidase activity is observed when the duration of exposure to mercury exceeds ten years. The pattern of proteinuria has been characterised in a total of sixteen individuals from both populations; a low molecular weight proteinuria is seen in three individuals from the control group whilst a high molecular weight proteinuria is seen in the remainder (seven in the control and six in the mercury group).